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ABSTRACT 



This analysis of the findings of the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP) in 1996 for North Carolina documents the state's 
substantial and sustained gains in educational achievement since 1990. The 
education reforms of the 1980s are beginning to pay off in North Carolina. It 
has moved from its historic position at the bottom of all states in academic 
performance to at, or near, the national average and above all southern 
states, including Virginia, Georgia, and Florida. North Carolina's 17 -point 
gain in eighth-grade mathematics for the 6 years reported by the NAEP is 
twice the national average gain, and approximately 50% higher than the gain 
by any other state in the nation. The 11-point gain in mathematics at grade 4 
is almost 3 times the national average gain. North Carolina students have 
improved the equivalent of one additional grade level during this decade. 
Furthermore, improvements in performance were uniformly distributed by race, 
gender, education level of parents, and family income levels, except for 
black students, who scored relatively better than their national 
counterparts, and eighth-grade girls, who scored below eighth-grade girls 
nationally. It took more than a decade of planning, design, and 
implementation of the state's school reform efforts, but the effects are 
beginning to be apparent. (Contains nine exhibits.) (SLD) 
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Background 



1. No other state has ever experienced the substantial, sustained gains 
demonstrated by North Carolina’s schools since 1990. Today, North 
Carolina’s public schools are performing as well as other schools in the 
country and at a higher level than all other southern states. 

2. North Carolina’s education reform initiatives of the 1980’s have begun to 
pay off in terms of dramatically increased student performance in 
mathematics. For example, North Carolina 

• redesigned its mathematics curriculum standards around the national 
mathematics curriculum endorsed by the National Council of the Teachers of 
Mathematics with higher order skills for all students. 

• emphasized mathematics performance for all students and was one of the 
first states to require Algebra 1 for high school graduation. 

• strengthened teacher preparation and increased standards for teachers, 
including incentives for teachers to participate in National Board Certification. 

• monitored implementation of its new curriculum with end-of-grade and end-of- 
course tests aligned with the new curriculum and similar to NAEP’s higher 
order skills, more challenging items, and reporting based on grade level 
proficiencies. 

• provided local flexibility with more accountability for local schools and school 
districts. 

3. It took more than a decade of planning, design, and implementation of the 
state’s school reform efforts for the state to begin to see the benefits. 

North Carolina’s early implementation of significant reform efforts (many 
initiated before the 1 983 Nation at Risk Report) positioned the state for early 
dramatic improvements in student achievement compared to other states with 
more resources, higher teacher salaries, and fewer challenges based on student 
demographics. 



Findings 



1. The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) is the only 
appropriate measure for comparing North Carolina’s academic performance 
to the nation and other states. 

• NAEP is administered to a representative sample of all students in the nation 
and in individual states. 1 

• North Carolina’s End-of-Grade Test, administered annually to all students, is 
linked with NAEP (8 th Grade Mathematics). 

2. North Carolina has moved from its historic position at the bottom of all 
states in student academic performance to at or near the national average 
and above all southern states including Virginia, Georgia, and Florida. 

• North Carolina’s 17-point gain in 8 th grade mathematics for the six years 
reported by NAEP is twice the national average gain (8 points) and 
approximately 50 percent higher than the gain by any other state in the nation; 
the state’s average performance was just short of the national average. 

• The state’s 1 1 -point gain in 4 th grade mathematics from 1992 to 1996 is 
almost three times that of the national average gain (4 points) and places the 
state above the national average for 4 th grade. 

3. North Carolina students have improved the equivalent of one additional 
grade level during this decade. In other words, during the six years from 
1990 to 1996, North Carolina students achieved the equivalent of seven 
years of growth. 

• The estimated level of improvement for North Carolina’s 8 th grade 
mathematics score ranges from 0.75 grade level equivalent to 1.50 grade 
equivalent. In other words, 8 th grade students in 1996 were a full year ahead 
of 8 th grade students in 1990. 

• The estimated level of improvement for 4 th grade mathematics ranges from 
0.75 to 1.00 grade level equivalent. 



1 By comparison, the Scholastic Assessment Test (SAT) is administered only to college-bound students 
(primarily the state’s A and B students). 
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4. North Carolina’s 4 th and 8 th grade black students scored 5 points above 
black students nationally. North Carolina’s black students are closing the 
gap with white students in the state and nation. 

5. North Carolina’s improvements in performance were uniformly distributed 
by race, gender, education levels of parents, and family income levels, 
except for black students (as noted above) who scored relatively better 
than their national counterparts and for 8 th grade females who scored 5 
points below 8 th grade girls nationally. 
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Summary 



North Carolina educators and teachers in particular are to be congratulated, 

commended, and, indeed, should be rewarded for the unprecedented rise in 

student academic performance during the decade. 

• The focus on reading, writing, and mathematics; high academic standards 
for all students; increased rigor in all academic areas; and accountability 
for improved student performance must be maintained to sustain the 
substantial gains made by our schools. 

• The state’s high schools must be strengthened in order to challenge the 
higher achieving freshmen. 

• Teachers are required to teach more students more content and skills at 
higher levels to meet the needs of higher performing students. Additional 
professional development, classroom resources, and instructional support 
are essential to sustain the changes in schools. 

• Low performing schools in North Carolina must be provided specific 
guidance and support needed to achieve higher levels of academic 
performance for all students. 

• Momentum is building across the country to implement school reforms that 
will provide productivity gains equal to North Carolina’s. North Carolina is 
an ideal model among states for systematic, comprehensive school 
improvement programs. 

• Businesses and industries looking for a progressive state with a 
progressive education system need to know about the state’s new status 
among all states. A public awareness campaign must be implemented 
within the state, nationally, and internationally for telling the good news of 
North Carolina’s public schools today. Old perceptions must be replaced 
with the new reality. 

• The Class of 2000 will be the best educated, highest performing graduates 
ever in the history of our state. The social and economic impact of the 
Class of 2000 must be studied for determining capacity to meet the needs 
of these higher achieving students and the long term effects on our 
institutions of higher education, employment training, and job availability. 

• Will the state be ready for the Class of 2000? Will these individuals have 
to go elsewhere for challenging post secondary education and job training 
and to find jobs commensurate with their advanced knowledge and skills? 
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Performance Change 1990-96 
Grade 8 Mathematics 
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Glass of 2000: Growth 
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Grade 4 (1992) to Grade 8 (1996) Mathematics 
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Selected Subgroup Performance, 1996 
Grade 4 Mathematics 
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Selected Subgroup Performance, 1996 
Grade 8 Mathematics 
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1990-2000(est.) 
Nation and North Carolina 
Grade 8 Mathematics 
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